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Educational Transitions of Whites 



and Mexican Americans 



INTRODUCTION 

It Is well known that Mexican Americans attain lower levels of educa- 
tion than whites In American society (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 
1978; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1979; National Center for Education 
Statistics, 1980). The reasons for this are the subject of much specula- 
tion and surprisingly little research. This paper aims to provide evi- 
dence for the various factors that might explain the disparities between 
white and Mexican-American educational attainment. 

In order to understand how aiid why Mexican Americans achieve a lower 
educational level than %rhlte8, it is necessary to consider a variety of 
elements, some of which are unique to the situation of Mexican Americans 
in the United States, and others of which reflect the general process of 
educational attainment in the United States. Toward this end, we first 
summarize the general model of educational attainment that lias developed 
in sociology. Second, we briefly review the educational history of 
Mexican Americans. Finally, we construct a joodel of the process of edu- 
cational attainment for Mexican Americans and attempt to identify the 
differences and similarities in that process for Mexican Americans and 
whites. 

THE GENERAL MODEL OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 

Formal education Is often seen as a process intervening between an 
individual's family of origin and later occupational and economic attain- 
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ments (Blau and Duncan, 1967; Duncan, Feathennan, and Duncan, 1^*72; 
Jencks et al., 1972; Featherman and Hauser, 1978). The amount of educa- 
tion an individual receives is thought to be a product of a complex pro- 
cess in which one's background, intelligence, academic performance, and 
school setting, combined with social-psychological factors, such as peer, 
parental, and teacher encouragement and personal goals in occupation and 
education, are transformed into educational attainment* 

The most Important set of factors that affects an individual's educa- 
tional attainment is the individual's background (Blau and Duncan, 1967; 
Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan, 1972; Jencks et al., 1972; Featherman and 
Hauser, 1978; Mare, 1980). It is generally thought that higher-income 
families 3 in which parents often have mere education and high occupa- 
tional statuses, tend to support children in educational endeavors^' 
because the parents realize that in order for their children to have the 
same lifestyle they must obtain an education that prepares them for acme 
career. Persons in less affluent families may place less emphasis on 
education for their children because the costs of college and higher edu- 
cation relative to the prospective returns on this Investment do not 
Justify the expenditure. The four variables usually uaed to index these 
background factors are father's education, mother's education, father's 
occupational status, and parental income- In general, It hois been found 
that all of these variables exart about equal effect on the child's edu- 
cational attainment (Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan, 1972; Ite.user, 1971; 
Jencks et al., 1972; Sewell and Hauser, 1975; Shea, 1976). This finding 
suggests that a variety of mechanisms are operating to convert socioeco- 
nomic l)ackground into educational attainments. Parent's Income %^uld 
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seem to most affect the ability of parents to pay for their children* s 
education and related expenses, while parent's education appears to tap 
the value that parents place on education for their children. Father •s 
occupational status Is also an Indication of the value placed on educa- 
tion insofar as professional occupations, which usually require rjuch 
training, tend to have high status, and blue collar occupations, %ihlch 
require less formal training, have lover status. 

Sewell and his associates have tried to clarify more precisely how 
various social-psychological processes intervene between background and 
educational attainment (Sewell, Haller, and Strauss, 1957; Sewell and 
Shah, 1968; Sewell, Haller^ and Portes, 1969; Sewell and Hauser, 1975). 
Their work has tried to assess how the advantages of background are 
translated through social-psychological mechanisms into effects on even- 
tual educational attainment. The basic theoretical notion is that an 
individual's educational attainment will be influenced by relations to 
other people. Certain of these people will assume differential signifi- 
cance in children's lives and help shape the educational goals the child 
holds* Three groups have been deemed relevant to this process: parents, 
peers, and teachers. It has been found that parents and peers are the 
most important "aignlf leant others,- followed by teachers. Bauser (1971) 
and Otto and Haller (1979) conclude that the major mechanism by which 
background is translated into educational achievement is the parents' 
attitude abou'» what the child's educational goals should be. 

Two other variables that help explain educational achievement are 
intelligence (or perhaps laore accurately, scholastic ability) and aca- 
demic performance (Hauser, 1971; Jencks et al*, 1972; Sewell and Hauser, 
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1975). Intelligence measurement, however, is related to background, eth- 
nicity, and language in a problematic fashion* High intelligence is more 
likely to be measured in students vho share mlddle^class backgrounds and 
values than in those from different ethnic groups that hold nonstandard 
values, perhaps speak another language,! ^^d hfive different cultural 
experiences (Cordasco, 1978; Aguirre, 1979). 

The school itself is thought to aid educational attainment in a 
number of mys* For instance, class size, facilities, and teacher* a 
motivation are obvious factors that could affect educational attainment. 
However, after years of trying to show school effects net of student 
background and neighborhood factors, most students of the matter have 
concluded that there has been very little independent impact of schools 
(Coleman et al., 1966; Sauser, 1971; Jencks et al*t 1972; Jencks and 
Brown, 1975; Bauser, Sewell, and Alwin, 1976). In looking at blacks, 
research on high school contextual effects (Armor, 1972; Thornton and 
Eckland, 1980) and school desegregation (Wilson, 1979; Patchen, Hoffman, 
and Brown, 1980) has been more successful • For Chicanos, there is also 
evidence suggesting that achool'^level variables have an Independent 
effect on scholascic performance* Carter and Segura (1979) stress the 
role of self-fulfilling prophecies due to teacher expectations^that is, 
since teachers assume that Mexican Americans are poor students, they 
behave in a manner that hinders a student* a ability to achieve* 

The last factor considered important in the educational attaipinent 
process is an individual's educational and occupational aspirations. 
Indeed, Sewell, Bailer, and Fortes (1969) report that the best predictor 
of completed schooling is the student's educational aspirations (but see 
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Alexander and Cook, 1979, for & different view). Occupational aspira- 
tions also determine education, as one's career plans may require a 
degree. Both educational and occupational aspirations are In turn deter- 
mined to a large exteut by background, expectations of significant 
others, Intelligence, academic performance, and the school environment. 

In sum, the research in sociology on educational attainment has 
clearly demonstrated that social background affects educational outcomes 
mainly through the transmission of values and attitudes toward education. 
Parents provide economic, psychic, and emotional support for their 
children that is translated into educational achievement. Schools appear 
to selectively reinforce those students who have this kind of motivation 
and allow them to succeed. Through this kind of complex social- 
psychological process, student aspirations for education and occupations 
are shaped, and their behavior follows accordingly. The other important 
pattern to note is that students with higher measured intelligence tend 
to have higher educational attainment, as do those %rtth higher grades. 
Academic performance itself is a function of background and values as 
well as intelligence. Both intelligence and grades are also related to 
background in that some components of these factors originate In the 
advantages of growing up in a middle-class environment (Duncan, 
Featherman, and Duncan, 1972; Sewell and Hauser, 1975). 

THE UNIQUE SITUATION OF MEXICAN AMERICANS 

Mexican Americans have had a history of discrimination In schools 
(see Carter and Segura, 1979). When the Spanish conquered Mexico, one of 
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^he first Institutions they destroyed was the indigenous native school 
(Carter, 1970; Weinberg, 1977a, 1977b; Carter and Segura, 1979), The 
Spanish set up schools to teach the use of Spani*ih at the exclusion of 
the Ind.lan languages. In 1821, Mexico won its independence from Spain. 
Universal education was part of the Mexican constitution, but %ms never 
implemented in any systematic fashion. The major source of education was 
the Catholic Church. Even so, most of those who received any formal 
schooling were of Spanish descent* 

From 1846 to 1848, Mexico and the United States fought a war over the 
territories that now .constitute the southwestern United States. 
Following the war, many Mexicans chose to stay on their lands and remain 
in the United States. Weinberg (1977a) estimates that at the time there 
were 200,000 Mexicans living in Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and 
California « The Mexican Americans vho remained were* for the toost part, 
treated as a source of cheap labor, and the Americans vho moved into the 
Southwest generally kept power, both political and economic, to them- 
selves* While we today think of Mexican Americans as limnigrants or 
non-English-speaking foreigners, the truth is that their presence in the 
Southw&st predates U.S. control of the area. 

From 1848 to the early part of the twentieth century, Mexican 
immigration to the United States was rather slow. It began to increase 
from 1909 on, and has fluctuated in a pattern similar to immigration in 
general since then (Grebler, Moore, and Guzman, 1970). After World War 
II, Mexican immigration increased. The bracero program brought many 
Mexicans to the United States as temporary farm laborers (Meier and 
Rivera, 1972). Since the end of that program in 1964, Mexican migration 
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has continued at a high level. Most Mexican migrants are unskilled 
laborers who come to the United States and take low-paying jobs. The 
Mexican population in the United States tends to be concentrated in low- 
paying jobs, lives in cities (mostly in barrios), and uses Spanish as the 
main language (Jaffe, Cullen, and Boswell, 1980). 

Most who have vrrltten on the issue have stressed that Mexican- 
American students have been systematically discriminated against in the 
schools C<iee Weinberg, 1977a, 1977b, for an overview). Legally, Mexican 
Americans were not subject to discriminatory racial laws as were blacks. 
In practice, however, Mexican-American studtrts have attended segregated 
schools; often their educational facilities are understaffed and lack 
such basic resources as libraries (Weinberg, 1977a; Carter and Segura, 
1979). Most studies (Carter, 1970; Vasquez, 1974; Carter and Segura, 
1979) see student underachievement and alienation as a direct consequence 
of the inferiority of the school setting for Mexicans. 

The basic mechanism by which schools have intentionally or uninten- 
tionally reduced the likelihood that Mexican-American students will 
complete high school has been school delay — repeating a particular grade. 
By compelling students to repeat grades, schools have made alternatives 
to schooling more attractive to Chicanes (Carter and Segura, 1979; sup- 
ported by statistics in U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1979). Carter and 
Segura see this process as one in which the student is pushed out, 
because he or she faces a difficult school situation and is expected to 
fail. The other part of this process is that as school becomes less 
attractive. Job opportunities become tnore attractive. Hence, students 
may also be pulled out of school by the opportunity for a Job (Duncan, 
1965; Edwards, 1976). 2 
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A remaining Issue Is the effect of cultural differences on educa- 
tional attainment of Mexican Americans* The key argument usually put 
forward Is that Mexican-American culture contains different values that 
are not conducive to educational attainment. This point of view has both 
a positive and a negative connotation. Some have argued that the 
Mexican-American child is culturally deprived, has little Intellectual 
stimulation, is not taught to value education, and has a bad self-image 
(Bloom, Davis, and Hess, 1965; Gordon and Wllkerson, 1966; Heller, 1966). 
Mexican-American culture has been characterized as family-centered, 
patriarchal, and oriented toward the extended family, ^rhe prii^ary 
cultural values are thought to be machismo, fatalism, and orientation 
toward the present. Educators have tended to view Mexican-American stu- 
dents as victims of this culture, and their low educational achievement 
is thought to reflect these values and orlentatlona . Moat empirical evl-^ 
dence does not, however, support this view of the Mexican family (see, 
for example, Coleman et al., 1966). Further, there is no evidence that 
Mexican students have a lower aelf-imagft than white students (DeBlassie 
and Healy, 1970). 

A more benign point of view has been expressi^d by Ramirez and 
Castaneda (1974), who argue that each culture possesses distinct cogni- 
tive stylea by which it relates to and organises the wrld. Mexican 
Americans are what they call "blcultural" and have a "cognitive style" 
that they refer to as -field dependent." The term bicultural indicates 
that Mexican Americans have had to adjust to two cultures and therefore 
have learned to express themselves in the cognitive styles of both their 
own culture and the dominant white culture. Cognitive style refers to 
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learning, human relatloni and communication styles* The dominant value* 
clusters within Mexican-American culture, according to Ramirez and 
Castaneda, center around family, community, and ethnic ^roup, and center 
on interpersonal relations, status and role definition in family and com- 
munity, and Mexican Catholic ideology. These differing cognitive styles 
result in different learning styles: Mexican-American children learn 
better in cooperatve rather than competitive settimgs. They are also 
more other-oriented in general, and rely more heavily on family, com- 
munity, and friends for self->perception. The term field dependence 
implies that Mexican-American children do better in verbal tasks and in 
tasks that relate to other people, whereas white children do better on 
analytic tasks* 

The argument of Ramirez and Castaneda suggests that the cultural dif* 
ferences between Mexican Americans and whites reflect different values 
concerning what is important in relations with other people* They do :30t 
see Mexican-American children as culturally deprived; rather, they have a 
different culture containing its own set of rules and justifications 
whose practices are antithetical to the dominant, white middle-class 
culture* Schools thus become the site of the destruction of 
Mexican* American culture* 

These cultural differences, combined with the schools* perception and 
treatment of Mexican-American students, go far toward explaining the low 
educational attainment of Mexican Americans* Given a hostile school 
environment and the need to work to help support a household (either 
one* 8 biological family or one^s o%m children), it is not surprising that 
Mexican Americans leave school at an early age (Haro, 1977; Laosa, 1977)* 
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Two other Issues arise in discussion of Mexican-American scholastic 
performance: length of residence in the United States, and language. 
Some studies have found that immigrants tend to be a highly laotivated, 
8elf-8'2lected group, and therefore show higher achievement, perhaps after 
an initial disadvantage due to language and customs (Blau and Duncan, 
1967; Chiswick, 1978). Fernandez (1982) and Nielsen and Fernandez (1981) 
speculate rhat this high level of motivation may be pe.ssed on to the 
immigrants' children, thus explaining why the children of fl»r« recent 
migrants achieve better in high school. Kimball (1968) and Baral (1979) 
suggest that long-time residents may become -ghet toized** and therefore 
achieve poorly compared to more recent migrants. Others (e.g.» 
Featherman and Hauser, 1978, Chap. 8), however, find that immigrants are 
at a socioeconomic disadvantage which the«e researchers attribute to dif* 
ficulties of language and culture. In addition, it has been shown wleh 
1970 Census data that inmigrants have lower levels of education (Jaffe, 
Cullen, and Boswell, 1980) which can, through the general mechanisms 
described above, result in lower isducational achievement for the child. 

With regard to language, past research has found thAt Spanish 
speakers in a predominantly English-speaking society experience dif- 
ficulties in school and work owing to language (Garcia, 1980s Tlenda, 
1982). Other studies have found thfit blllnguallam is an asset, both in 
school (Peal and Lambert, 1962; Fern&ndez, 1982; for reviews see also 
Lambert, 1975; Cummins, 1977, 1981) and la certain Job markets (Lopez, 
1976). The institutional response for both of these posltlona has been 
some form of bilingual education. Many members cf the Maxican-American 
community favor blllngual-blcultural programs that are oriented toward 
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the maintenance of both the English and the Spanish language. Others, 
with more asslmllatlonlst views ^ emphasize the importance of English pro- 
ficiency over and above the use of Spanish; they support transitional 
bilingual programs that are designed to teach English to the 
Mexican-American child with little regard for maintaining the Spanish 
tongue. Given these conflicting goals,. It Is not surprising that there 
Is little agreement about the effectiveness of the different programs 
that have been implemented (see Fllgsteln and Fernandez, 1982, for a 
review of bilingual education programs). 

MODELS OF THE EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT PROCESS FOR MEXICAN AMERICANS 

It is now appropriate to propose a model of educational attainment in 
general and to describe how such a model would be modified to take into 
account the special situations of Mexican Americans. There are really 
two parts to these models: variables that have been found to pertain to 
all subpopulatlons, and variables that, in light of the above discussion, 
can be expected to affect Mexican Americans disproportionately. The 
background characteristics common to all groups Include father's educa- 
tion, mother's education, father's occupation, family Income, and number 
of siblings. Parental education and father's occupation index both the 
socioeconomic status of the family and parents' attitudes about the 
desirability of education, while family income measures the ability of 
the family to pay for education. Number of siblings indicates how many 
children must share the family income. Controlling other factors, the 
larger the family, the more likely that the respondent will be drawn out 
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of school and into the labor force to help support the family (see 
Rumberger, 1981 , for a slmll&r argument)* We also Include a measure for 
gender » since past research has shown that men and women vary in educa- 
tional attainment (Alexander and Eckland» 1974). The socials- 
psychological measures of the educational aspirations and expectations of 
parent » peer, teacher, and respondent would also be expected to affect 
educational outcomes* 

From the review of the experiences of Mexican Americans » two addi- 
tional types of background variables need to be included— migration 
history and linguistic practices* In both cases, past research 
(described above) has shown mixed results concerning educational attain- 
ment* Much of the discrepancy in these findings may be due to the 
varying conceptions and measures of migration recency and linguistic 
practice employed by the different studies* Though we cannot resolve 
the issue here, we note that it is important to incorporate measures of 
migration and language into models of educational attainment for Mexican 
Americans* 

We next suggest a set of school->level variables as predicciors of 
educational transitions* These include whether or not the school is 
public or private^ the racial and ethnic composition of the school, and 
such measures of school quality as the dropout rate and the teacher- 
student ratio* Recently, Coleman, Kilgore, and Hoffer (1981) have 
endeavored to show that minorities in private schools tend to achieve 
better than those in public schools (but see Lewis and Wanner, 1979, for 
contrary evidence)* Measures of school racial composition (percentage 
black and percentage Hispanic) are included in our model because past 
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research on school Integration has shown that it has small but positive 
effects on scholastic achievement for blacks (U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights, 1967; Lewis and St. John, 1974; Wilson^ 1979). Though we know of 
no similar research concerning Mexican Americans, owing to the obvious 
importance of segregation issuer for Hispanics (see Naboa, 1980), we test 
whether similar effects can be discerned with our data by including per- 
centage Hispanic %d.thin the stchool in our model. As a general measure of 
the holding power of the respondent's high school, we include the percen- 
tage who drop out as a predictor of these educational transitions. Last| 
in accord with the extensive literature on school effects (e.g., Coleman 
et al., 1966; Bidwell and Kasarda, 1975; for a review see Spady, 1976), 
we use the number of students per teacher in the respondent's high school 
as a measure of school resources. 

In addition to these general school variables which should affect 
both non-Hispanic whites and Mexican Americans, we are interested in 
curriculum measures that should be Important for Mexican Americans, i«e., 
whether the student was enrolled in a program of English as a Second 
Language or some form of transitional bilingual education program. As 
was argued above, it is important to assess whether or not these programs 
aid in increasing educational attainment* 

Finally, m consider some community-related variables. The local 
unemployment rate in the respondent's area of residence can be considered 
a measure of the "pull" factors in the local labor market which might 
draw youth out of school (see Duncan, 1965; Edwards, 1976). Another com- 
munity variable, urban residence, is included because living in a large 
city would make one less likely to complete school because of the greater 
number of non-school options available in cities. 
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ANALYSIS 

The data set used In these analyses Is the U.S. Department of Labor's 
National Longitudinal Survey (NLS) of 1979. The choice of data set pre- 
sented problems. The Ideal data for this project must Include Infor- 
mation on ethnicity, migration history, family background, language, edu- 
cation, schools and currclulum, educational aspirations and expectations, 
IQ, grades, and must be longitudinal. No data set exists that covers all 
of these elements. The NLS data, while limited :'.u age range and lacking 
certain variables, proved to contain the greatest amount of relevant 
information. 3 

The data analysis strategy requires defining relevant subpopulations 
and dependent variables. Since the sample members are quite young, many 
of the respondents are still in school. We therefore divided the data 
into three groups: those aged less than or equal to 18 years of age, 
those aged 19-22, and those who had completed high school. The first 
sample is used to determine which factors are related to the respondent's 
being in school or having dropped out. The dependent variable is a dummy 
variable coded "zero" if the respondent dropped out and "one" if the 
respondent was still In school.* The second sample is used to determine 
what factors affect high school completion. The dependent variable here 
is coded "zero" if the respondent did not finish high school and "one" if 
the respondent did. The third sample, composed of those who had 
completed high school, is used because are interested in what affects 
a person's chances of going to college. Since high school graduation is 
a prerequisite for entrance to cc lieges and universities ^ we decided to 
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restrict our attention to the sample of interest, i.e., high school grad- 
uates. The dependent variable is coded "zero" if the respondent did not 
go to college and "one" if the respondent did. 

We divided the sample in this manner for the following reasons. If 
we had used completed years of schooling as a dependent variable for 
these young people, we would have encountered the limitation that many of 
our respondents had not completed schooling. It makes more sense to con- 
sider school transitions, such as staying in school, completing high 
school, and en?r-ring college. Unfortunately, age is also going to play a 
role in the schooling process; if we were to consider using only those 
who had dropped out of high school or who had completed high school, we 
would truncate our sample by excluding those still in schools 5 By 
breaking the samples down into age groups, we eliminate this problem. 
The first sample answers the question, "Given that respondents are 
younger than 18, what are the causes of their dropping put of school 
versus their being in school? - The second sample assesses the deter- 
minants of high school completion among those %rho are old enough to be 
eligible to complete high school. 

One other dependent variable is used in the two high school samples: 
school delay. It was argued earlier th^t school delay was a major factor 
in keeping Mexican-American students from completing high school. Since 
delay and dropping out could be seen as cimultaneous events, it might not 
be reasonable to include delay as an independent variable (although this 
reasoning may be incorrect, since the sequence usually is that being held 
back is followed by dropping out, whereas the delay could easily be seen 
as preceding dropping out)* However, it is sensible to examine the 
determinants of delay. School delay is defined as the (median age in the 
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population In the highest grade the respondent completed) - (the age of 
the respondent at the highest grade completed)* 

Two ethnic groups are analyzed r^^parately here: whites and Mexican 
Am>rlcan8« (Hispanic groups other than Mexican Americans were too few to 
be Included.) We assigned respondents to these ethnic groups on the 
basis of self-ldentlflcatlon* Smith (1980) shows that among various 
methods that have been used to classify respondents Into ethnic groups In 
surveys I self-^ldentlf Icatlon Is the most efficient technique* 

Two techniques were employed In the data analysis: ordinary least 
squares (OLS) regression and logistic regression* The OLS regression Is 
used when school delay > a continuous measure i Is the dependent variable* 
Since the transition variables. are dlchotomous, OLS regressions would 
result In estimates that are no longer mlnlmum-^varlance unbiased i because 
~ of— heteroskedastlclty* — A- loglt . specification provides an adequate aolu<* 
tlon to this problem (Thell, 1971, pp* 631-633). 

E xplanatory Variables 

The Independent variables are entered Into the analyses In two sets: 
family background^ and school and social environment variables*^ «Cn our 
theoretical discussion, we suggested variables relevant to the general 
population and variables relevant to Mexican Americans* Here, we Incor- 
porate both types of measures Into the two sets of variables* 

Nine measures of family background are Included In the model: (1) 
father*s and (2) mother^s education In years of schooling; (3) a dtimmy 
variable coded zero If the respondent wat^ female and one If the respon- 
dent was male; three dummy variables ceded zero If (4) the respondent. 
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(5) the mother, and (6) the father were born In the United States, coded 
one if bom elsewhere; (7) a dummy variable coded zero If the Interview 
was conducted In English and coded one If the Interview was conducted In ~ 
Spanish; (8) a dummy variable coded one If the respondent has a 
non-English mother tongue and zero otherwise; and (9) the number of 
ctlbllngs In the respondentia family. No measures of family Income and 
father's occupation were Included because of high levels of missing data 
(over 40X). 

The school and social environment measures reflect characteristics of 
the surrounding area. The local community is Indexed by two measures: 
the local unemployment rate in 1979, and a dummy variable coded one if 
the respondent was living in a Standard. Metropolitan Statistical Area and 
coded zero if not. 

The school variables are of two types; „ schools environment _and curri- 
culum. 'Thft first measures tap the quality of the education and the 
racial/ethnic composition of the school. Only one of the school 
variables has relatively high nonmissing data. This is a dummy variable 
coded zero if the respondent attended a public school and coded one for a 
private school. The other school variables were noc assessed for about 
half of the sample. In order to use the data Available » we constructed a 
dummy variable called "nonresponse school items'* that is coded zero if 
the respondent does not have school daza and one if data exists* /J.1 
variables utilizing the school data are coded zero for those individuals 
for %rhom the school data are missing. If those %fho responded are not 
systematically more likely to have stayed in school, completed school, or 
entered college, then this dummy variable should not affect the outcome 
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Mexican Americans* The dependent variables Include dropping out cr 
staying In high school^ completing high school, entering college, and 
school delay* The strategy Is first to enter background variables, and 
next school and community variables ^ In this vay, we should begin to 
understand the schooling process for the two groups and the way In %fhlch 
they differ and are similar* 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents means and standard deviations for the subpopulatlons 
by ethnic group. Considering the high school populations, ve see that 
Mexican Americans are less likely to be In school or to have graduated 
from high school* Most striking Is that only 57% of Mexican Americans 
over 18 years of age have graduated from high school » as compared to 83Z 
of %^ltes* However, when we consider the population of high school 
graduates, we find that Mexican Americans attend college at a higher rate 
than %rhltes (66Z vs* 581) » despite their generally lower socioeconomic 
background (see below). The Mexican Americans %rtio finish high school 
appear to be a motivated group who have pursued the educational process 
and go on to college at a somewhat higher rate than whites*^ This 
suggests that the primary barriers to Mexican-American school achievement 
are encountered early In the educational life course~l*e*» before and 
during high school*^ Another Indication of this Is that Mexican 
Americans are about half a year older In a grade than whites (see the 
means for school delay). 

The background variables show that Mexican Americans come from low^ir- 
status backgrounds: their parents have much less education than do 
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Table 1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Whites and Mexican Americans In the Three Sample Populations 



Variable 



White 



Mexican American 



I In high school 
X high school grad 
X enter college 
School delay 
Father's education 
Mother's education 
Sex 

Number siblings 
Nativity 

Father's nativity 
Mother's nativity 
Language as child 
Spanish interview 
SMSA 

Unemployment rate 
"Nonresponbe school items 
X Hispanic in school 
X black in school 
X dropout In school 
Teacher-student ratio 
Public-private 
Nonresponse transcript 
ESL course 
Bilingual education 



N 



< 18 Years 


> 18 Years 


HS Grad 


< 18 Years 


> 18 Years 


HS Grad 


nean 


SD 


Mean 


SD 


Mean 


SD 


Mean 


SD, 


Mean 


SD 


Mean 


SD 


on 












.83 


.38 














.83 


.37 










.58 


.49 






•50 








•58 


.49 










.66 


.48 


•72 


•68 


1.01 






.91 


1.00 


1.11 


1.32 




111 73 


3^45 


12^03 


3.60 


12.55 


3.43 


7.29 


4.60 


6.90 


4.67 


8.02 


4.56 


11 ca 

1U58 


2^56 


11.89 


2.62 


12^28 


2.45 


7.07 


3.99 


6.96 


4.31 


8.17 


4.21 


•50 


•50 


•46 


•50 


.46 


.50 


.47 


.50 


.48 


.50 


.47 


.50 


3i20 




3^22 


2^08 


3.04 


1.92 


4.96 


2.76 


5.16 


2.92 


4.36 


2.37 


n/ 


•19 


•03 


• 1/ 


.03 


.17 


,25 


.43 


.28 


.45 


.13 


.34 


nc 
#05 


•22 


.05 


aA 

• 22 


•05 


.22 


.41 


.49 


.45 


.50 


.36 


.48 


•06 


•24 


AP 

•05 


•22 


•05 


.22 


.45 


.!}0 


.47 


.50 


.39 


.49 


• U 


•31 


.13 


•34 


.13 


.34 


.93 


.26 


.94 


.23 






•02 


• U 


•02 


•13 


•02 


.13 


.05 


.21 


.07 


.25 


.03 


.18 


•64 


•48 


.68 


•47 


•69 


.46 


.71 


.46 


.80 


.40 


.80 


.40 


6^34 


2^16 


6^14 


2.18 


6^12 


2.20 


6.64 


3.20 


^5_.9L 


. .2.71 


6.07 


2.53 


•54 


•50 


.51 


.50 


•53 


.50 


.47 


.50 


.40 


.48 


,49 


.50 


3^18 


8^86 


2.89 


8.53 


2^77 


7.88 


31.82 


32.60 


28.13 


33.87 


35.13 


35.39 


6.31 


12.77 


5^63 


11.75 


5.68 


11.45 


4.11 


9.71 


3.23 


9.17 


2.84 


6.76 


lh04 


20.13 


8^28 


14.72 


7^90 


13.72 


13.16 


19.70 


9.98 


15.33 


11.69 


15.65 


.04 


•02 


.04 


•03 


.04 


.03 


.03 


.03 


.03 


.03 


.04 


.03 


.06 


.24 


.08 


.27 


.09 


.29 


.04 


.19 


.03 


.18 


.04 


.19 


•70 


•46 


.66 


•47 


.69 


.46 


.58 


.49 


.44 


.50 


.53 


.50 


•002 


•05 


.00 


.05 


.00 


.04 


.04 


.19 


.03 


.16 


.02 


.15 


.02 


.13 


•02 


•15 


.02 


.15 


.07 


.26 


.05 


.22 


.06 


.24 


(3,465) 


(2,280) 


(1.871) 


(587) 


(296) 


(173) 



Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979. 
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to a statistically significant degree. From our discussions with the 
people who collected the data, there is no reason to believe that such 
bias exists. Ttie four measures of school environment are the percentage 
of students in high school who are Hispanic, the percentage of students 
who are black, the percentage of students who dropped oat of the high 
school, and the pupil-teacher ratio. 

The curriculum data for individuals were collected independently of 
the rest of the NLS data. Only about UOX of the respondents have these 
data, which are taken from high school transcripts. A dummy variable 
called "nonresponse transcript" was created, coded zero if the respondent 
did not have transcript data and one if the respondent did. Here too, 
zero is assigned to the missing transcript data. We should thus be able 
to assess if the presence of the transcript data is systematically 
related to the outcomes. The two curriculum variables are coded at the 
individual level; they are dummy variables coded zero if the respondent 
did not take a course entitled English as a Second Language or Bilingual 
Education and coded one if the respondent did. 

No measures of social-psychological attributes such as educational 
aspirations and expectations of peer, respondent, or parent are included 
in these models, for two reasons. First, some of these variables were 
not measured. Second, some were measured at the time of the interview, 
and therefore it is difficult to determine whether the attitude caused 
the relevant educational transition, or vice versa. To use the measures 
probably requires longitudinal data. 

In sum, the analytic strategy is to examine the causes of schooling 
outcomes for three relevant age cohorts of non-Hispanic whites and 
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whites; they come from much larger families; and respondent and both 
parents are much more likely to be foreign-born. The language measures 
also show large differences: fc- all three populations, a small percen- 
tage of whites (11-13Z) spoke a foreign language as a child; the com- 
parable figure for Mexican Americans Is over 90X. A jmall percentage 
(2%) of respondents who Identified themselves as white elected to take 
the Interview In Spanish; among Mexican Americans the range was 3-5%. 
Since none of those who were Interviewed In Spanish spoke English as 
their mother tongue* we can interpret these two variables as classifying 
respondents Into three language types: Spanish monollnguals (tho»e 
Interviewed In Spanish), blllnguals (Interviewed In English and reporting 
Spanish as the mother tongue), English monollnguals (infarviewed in 
English and reporting English as the Mother tongue) • Following this 
interpretation in our sample the Mexican-American population is largely 
bilingual, with relatively few at either taonolingual extreme (see 
Skrabanek, 1970, and Garcia, 1980, for supporting evidence) • 

The school and community variables show smaller differences across 
ethnic groups than do the background variables. Mexican Americans are 
somewhat more urbanized than whites and tend 'co go to segregated schools 
and to schools %rith relatively high dropout rates* Not surprisingly, in 
light of their generally lower-status backgrounds, Mexican Americans are 
less likely to attend private school • 

RESULTS FOR THOSE AGED 14-18 

There are two dependent variables in these analyses: whether or not 
the respondent is enrolled in school, and school delay., We will first 
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consider the determinants of the school enrollment variable for each eth- 
nic group* We will then compare the models across groups • Finally, we 
will examine the regressions for school delay and compare those results • 
Tables 2 and 3 present the results • 

School Enrollment 

For whites In this age group, four of the nine family background 
measures significantly affect the likelihood of being in school. Both 
measures of parental education positively affect that likelihood. ' Those 
with more siblings are less likely to be in school, which wuld Imply 
that, other things being equal, respondents from large families are more 
likely to be drawn out of school in order to help support the family of 
origin. None of the nativity variables affect the likelihood of being in 
school, but respondents who were interviewed In Spanish are more likely 
to be out of school. 10 Two of the measures of school and social environ- 
ment are significantly related to enrollment in school. One of these, 
whether or not the individual has a transcript, is of ro theoretical 
interest; as ^pected, students with transcript are more likely to be in 
school. The finding that whites from schools with a high percentage of 
blacks are less likely to be in achool could reflect a number of factors 
— a poorer neighborhood, a more dangerous school setting, or a poorer 
quality educational system. However, there are no effects from local 
economic conditions, ncr from other school or curriculum measures. 

Looking at the results for Mexican Americans in Table 2, in the model 
containing only background variables we see that neither measure of 
parental education affects the likelihood of being in school. As is the 
case for whites, respondents irith a greater number of siblings are less 
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Table 2 



Loglt and OLS Regression Results for High School Attendance 
Among Whites and Mexican Americans Aged 18 or Younger 



Independent 
Variable 



Dependent Variable: High School Attendance^ 



Whites 



Mexican Americans 





b 


SE(b) 


b 


SE(b) 


b 


SE(b) 


b 


SE(b 


Father's education 


.16** 


.02 


.15** 


.02 


.05 


.03 


.08* 


.04 


Mother's .education 


.10** 


.03 


.10** 


.03 


.02 


.04 


.01 


.04 


Sex 


.07 


.12 


.06 


.12 


.05 


.24 


.11 


.26 


Number of siblings 


-.11** 


.02 


-.11** 


.02 


-.14** 


.04 


-.16** 


.05 


Nativity 


-.27 


.43 


-.17 


44 

. •••• 


X . O J ^ " 


.JO 






Father's nativity 


.10 


.42 


• 16 


.43 


-.29 


.37 


-.32 


.39 


Mother's n^tlvltv 




.AS 


. OH 


.HO 




.41 


1.42** 


•43 


Language as child 


-.05 


.23 


-.04 


.23 


.49 


.50 


.58 


.54 


Spanish interview 


-.80* 


.31 






—1 . HO^^ 


.45 


-1 .27* 


.52 


SMSA 






-.07 


.13 






-1.02** 


.34 


Unemployment rate 






.04 


.03 






nA 

— . UH 


HA 
. UH 


Nonresponse school items 






.14 


.16 






.75* 


.38 


Z Hispanic in school 






-.01 


.01 






-.01* 


.006 


Z bldf^lc in fli*hool 








. juh 






-.OA** 


.01 


X dropout in school 






-.004 


.003 






.02 


.01 


Teacher-student ratio 






3.90 


2.92 






4.U 


8.57 


Public-private 






.04 


.28 






.30 


.73 


Nonresponse transcript 






.51** 


.15 






.69 


.35 


ESL course 






-1.34 


.99 






1.03 


.86 


Bilingual education 






1.41 


.86 






.63 


.72 


Constant 


-.27 




-.84 




1.63 




1.95 




r2 


















D 


.06 




.07 




.12 




.18 




N 






(3.465) 








(587) 





Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Yocth, 1S79. 

*Statistically significant at the 5X level. 
**Statistically significant at the 12 level. 



^Results from logistic regression. 
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likely to be in school • This Is evidence that young Mexican ^nerlcans 
may be out c^ school because their families need additional income. 
Respondents born in Mexico are also less likely tc be in school, although 
those whose mothers are foreign- born are more likely to be in school. 
If the interview was conducted in Spanish, the respondent is less likely 
to be in school. In terms of our discussion above, this might be 
interpreted as a negative effect of Spanish moaollnguallsm as compared to 
English monolingualism (the excluded category). The fact that the 
mother-tongue dummy variable is not significant means that blllnguals are 
just as likely to be in school as are English monollnguals. 

With the addition of the school and social environment variables, 
three additional effects appear. Respondents who live in an SMSA arc 
less likely to be in school. This variable may function as a proxy for 
being in a barrio enviromaent , %fhere the community may be drawing stu- 
dents out of school by offering employment (albeit at low wages). In 
addition, if students face poor employment prospects after high school 
graduation, there is little incentive for them to remain in school. (See 
the argument of Stinchcombe, 1964, regarding the effect of future labor 
market prospects on behavior in school.) Two school-related measures are 
significant: a large number of both blacks and Hispanics in the school 
is related to a lower likelihood of being in school. This is probably a 
reflection of school quality. Neither of the variables laeasuring whether 
or not a respondent was enrolled in a Bilingual Education or ESL course 
has a statistically significant effect on staying in school* This result 
is not surprising, in light of the fact that these programs are quite 
heterogeneous^2 (gee Fligstein and Fernandez, 1982). 



331 



In summary, large families, Spanish-language dominance, foreign 
birth 9 urban environment, and lower-quality schools all operate to lessen 
the likelihood that the Mexican-American student will remain in school. 

The major differences between Mexican Americans and whites center on 
the parental education and nativity variables. Mexican-American students 
with highly educated or foreign-born mothers are more likely to be 
enrolled in school, though the respondent's foreign birth is related to 
not being in school. For whites, both mother's and father's education 
affect the probability of being in school, while none of the nativity 
variables affect school attendance. These differences show that being an 
immigrant lowers Mexican-American school attendance but has no effect for 
whites. Furthermore, mothers play important roles in the socialization 
process for Mexican Americans, as indicated by the effects of mother's 
nativity and education. 

School Delay 

The equation predicting school delay for whites 18 and under shows 
results similar to those predicting school enrollment « although some dif- 
ferences are apparent. In the regression analyses, a negative coef- 
ficient indicates less delay; a positive coefficient indicates more 
delay. Education of both parents significantly affects school delay: 
the more education the parents have, the less delay the student experien- 
ces. Male respondents are older in grade on average, as are respondents 
from large families. For whites, being born in a foreign country 
increases the probability of being older in grade. 
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Table 3 

Loglt and OLS Regression Results for School 
Delay Among Whites and Mexican Americans Aged 18 or Younger 



Dependent Variable; School Delajr^ 



^^teg Mexican Americans 

SE ( b) b SE ( b) b ; SE(b) b SE(b 



Father's education 
Mother's education 
Sex 

Number of siblings 
Nativity 

Father's nativity 
Mother's nativity 
Language as child 
Spanish Interview 
SMSA 

Unemployment rate 
Nonresponse school Items 
Z Hispanic in school 
Z black in school 
% dropout in school 
Teacher-student ratio 
Public-private 
Nonresponse transcript 
ESL course 
BHinjual education 

Constant 

r2 

D 
N 



Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979. 

♦Statistically significant at the 5% level. 
♦♦Statistically significant at the IZ level. 

^Results from OLS regression. 
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Independent 
Variable 



-.02** 


.004 


-.01** 


.004 




on A 




r\r\ r" 

.006 


.19** 


.02 


.18** 


.02 




• UUO 


. 03** 


.006 


.18* 


.08 


.17* 


.08 


-.06 


.07 


-.05 


.07 


.02 


.07 


.02 


.07 


.04 


.05 


.04 


.05 


.15 


.08 


.13 


.08 






-.06* 


.03 






-.006 


.006 






.009 


.03 






-.001 


.001 






.000 


.001 






.002** 


.001 






-1.31* 


.54 






-.02 


.05 






-.05 


.03 






.28 


.22 






-.14 


.10 


.89 




.98 




.07 




.08 





(3,439) 



-.02 


.01 


-.02 


.01 


-.02 


,01 


-.01 


.01 


.17* 


.08 


.16* 


.07 


.06** 


.015 


.06** 


.02 


.66** 


.11 


.69** 


.11 


.04 


.11 


.04 


.11 


-.23* 


.10 


-.19 


.11 


.13 


.15 


.13 


.15 


.23 


.19 


.23 


.19 






-.26** 


.09 






-.06** 


.01 






.03 


.10 






.000 


.001 






.002 


.004 






-.002 


.002 






-cl5 


2.20 






-.42* 


.19 






-.20 


.10 






-.34 


.23 






.21 


.17 


.62 




1.25 




.20 




.26 





(580) 
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When the school and social environment variables are added, three 
additional effects appear. Respondents In SMSAs are less delayed. 
Implying that rural schools hold students back more frequently. Two 
interesting school effects clearly reflect school quality and school 
strategy. A respondent In a school \r±th a high dropowt rate Is more 
likely to b<j older In grade, which could Indicate that those schools use 
grade retention more frequently and therefore have more discouraged stu- 
dents, who later drop out. There Is also a statistically significant 
effect of the teacher-student ratio; students who attend schools with 
more teachers per student tend to be less grade-delayed; presumably, this 
reflects the fact that teachers are able to spend more time %rtth students 
Individually and students are therefore less likely to fall. 

The school-delay regression for Mexican Americans Is also similar to 
the one predicting school enrollment. Those In large families and those 
of foreign birth are older In grade. Those ifhose mothers are foreign- 
bom are less likely to be grade-delayed. Variables related to mothers 
exert effects throughout the Mexican-American equations: mother's educa- 
tion and mother's nativity are strong determinants of children's educa- 
tional attainment. One difference between the model for school atten- 
dance and the model for delay is apparent: young men are more likely 
than young women f.> experience school delay. 

Among the school and social environment variables » three effects are 
statistically significant. Respondents who live in an SMSA are less 
likely to experience school delay. A high unemployment rate is related 
to less school delay, implying that Mexican-American students may be 
trading off schooling for work, leaving school when work is available. 
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Mexican Americans in private schools are less delayed than those in 
public schools. Whether this is due to self-selection of better students 
into private schools or to differences in school policies cannot be 
determined here. 

Three conclusions are evident. First, parental education tends to 
lower school delay for whites, but has little effect for Mexican 
Americans. This suggests that school delay for Mexican Americans is riot 
directly related to socioeconomic background; it may instead reflect 
other influences — perhaps the school policies emphasized by Carter and 
Segura (1979). Second, non-U. S. origin is strongly related to delay for 
Mexican Americans; being foreign-born increases school delay for Mexican 
Americans by almost half a year. Finally, among Mexican Americans, 
foreign-born mothers have children who arci less delayed in their progress 
through school. This is consistent with the results for school atten- 
dance th:^t show mothers to be Important in the educational process of 
Mexican Americans. 

RESULTS FOR THOSE AGED 19-22 

Tables 4 and 5 present models of high school completion and school 
delay for the older age group. 

High School Completion 

In the equation containing only the background variables, for whites 
we find that the largest effects are those of parental education. This 
result accords with the literature reviewed above indicating that 
parents* education is a key determinant of children's education. Young 
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Table 4 

Loglt and OLS Regression Results for High Sclvool Connie tion 
Among Whites and Mexican Americans Aged 19-22 



Dependent Variable; High School Completion^ 

Independent 



Whites Mexican Americans 





b 


SE(b) 


b 




b 


SE(b) 


b 


SE(b; 


Father s education 


• 15** 


• 02 


• 14** 


.02 


.03 


.04 


.02 


.04 


Mother s education 


• 24** 


• 03 


• 23** 


.03 


.10* 


.04 


.12* 


.05 


be^ 


—•34** 


• 12 


-.37** 


.13 


-.02 


.27 


-.05 


.29 


Number of siblings 


-•14** 


.03 


-•13** 


.03 


-.13** 


.05 


-.15** 


.06 


Nativity 


•38 


• 48 


• 47 • 


.51 


-1.75 


.42 


-1.51** 




Father's nativity 


1^54** 


•47 


1^54** 


.49 


.16 


.40 


.00 


.43 


Mother* s nativity 


-•33 


.39 


- If) 






• Hi 


A1 


• 4J 


Language as child 


• 13 


• 22 


.11 


.22 


.42 


• 60 




.63 


Spanish interview 


-•63 


• 39 


-.67 


.40 


-.23 


• ou 


• 


Aft 
• 00 


SMSA 






.07 


.14 






.48 


•39 


Unemployment rate 






.02 


.03 






.04 


• v/o 


Nonresponse school items 






.21 


.16 






.34 


.41 


Z Hispanic in school 






-.02* 


.006 






.014* 


.006 


% hXs^clt in flf^hool 














« no 


.02 


% dropout in school 






.01** 


.004 






.002 


.01 


Teacher-student ratio 






9.67** 


2.91 






-7.17 


9.21 


Public-private 






1.94** 


.53 






.16 


.88 


Nonresponse transcript 






.30 


.16 






.69 


.39 


ESL course 






-1.37 


1.27 






.06 


.93 


Bilingual education 






.75 


.74 






1.28 


.84 


Constant 


-2^17 




-2.69 




-.06 




-1.25 




r2 


















D 


• 13 




.15 




.20 




.26 




N 






(2,280) 








(296) 





Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979 • 



*Statistically significant at the 52 levels 
**Statistically significant at the IZ levels 

^Results from logistic regression^ 
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Table 5 





Log It and 


OLS Regression Results for 


School 








Delay Among Whites and Mexican 


Americans 


Aged 19- 


22 








Dependent 


Variable 


: School 


Delay* 




Independent 














Variable 




Whites 




Mexican Americans 






b 


SE(b) b 


SE(b) 


b 


SE(b) b 


SE(b 


Father's education 


-.01* 


.007 -.01 


.007 


-.03 


.02 -.02 


.02 


Mother * s education 


-.OA** 


.01 -.OA** 


.01 


.008 


.02 .008 


.02A 


Sex 


.2A** 


.OA .2A** 


.OA 


.35* 


.15 .35* 


.15 


Number of siblings 


.OA** 


.01 .OA** 


.01 


.10** 


.03 .10** 


.03 


Nativity 


.05 


.15 .05 


.15 


• 53* 


.22 .A6 


.2A 


Father's nativity 


-.19 


.13 -.18 


.13 


• 13 


.22 .19 


.23 


Mother's nativity 


.20 


.13 .17 


.13 


-•23 


.21 -.11 


.22 


Language as child 


-.OA 


.07 -.06 


.07 


• 01 


.32 -.02 


.33 


Spanish Interview 


.39* 


.16 .37* 


.16 


.55 


.30 .AA 


.32 


SMSA 




-.01 


.05 




-.33 


.20 


Unemployment rate 




-.01 


.01 




-.02 


.03 


Nonresponse school Items 


-.09 






.19 


.21 


% Hispanic In school 




.007** 


.002 




-.002 




X black In school 




.001 


• UUi 




-.001 


.009 


% dropout In school 




.001 


• 001 




-.005 


• UUO 


Teacher*8tudent ratio 




-.03 


• oZ 




1.55 




Public-private 




-.01 


.08 




-.33 


• HA 


Nonresponse transcript 




.05 


.05 




-.26 


.20 


ESL course 




.28 


.A6 




.AA 


.50 


Blllngxial education 




-.11 


.15 




-.38 


.38 


Constant 


1.06 


1.16 




.Al 


.85 




r2 


.OA 


.05 




.17 


.20 




N 




(2,239) 






(287) 





Source: National Longitudinal Surrey of Youth, 1979 • 



^Statistically significant at the 5Z levels 
^^Statistically significant at the 1% level • 

^Results from OLS regression • 
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men are less likely to complete high school than young women, which could 
reflect their greater opportunities in the labor market • Respondents 
from larger families (measured by number cf siblings) are also less 
likely to finish high school, suggesting the importance of family obliga- 
tions on school continuation decisions • Four of the school variables 
bear a statistically significant relation to finishing high school. 
Respondents in schools with a high percentage of Hlspauics or schools 
with high dropout rates tend to finish high school less often; this could 
reflect school quality, social environment, or a number of other factors. 
A higher teacher-student ratio positively affects the probability of high 
school completion. Finally, controlling other factors, attending a pri- 
vate school significantly increases one's chances of high school comple- 
tion. Our data do not permit us to determine whether this is due to 
selection into private schools of students %rtio are leas likely to drop 
out or to aspects of the school environment that encourage high achieve- 
ment. 

In the results for Mexican Americans, we see from the equation with 
only the background variables that mother's education significantly 
increases the likelihood of high school completion, whereas father's edu- 
cation does not. As we have noted above, this suggests that 
Mexican-American mothers play a key role in their children's educational 
outcomes. The more ^siblings a respondent has, the less likely he or she 
is to complete school. Finally, persons of foreign birth finish high 
school less frequently. Neither of the language measures affects high 
school completion~i.e. , English monolinguals are no more likely to 
finish high school than either bilinguals or Spanish monolingxials . When 
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the school and social environment variables are added i only the percen- 
tage of aiapanics In the school affects high school completion to a sta- 
tistically significant degree. Mexican Americans in Hispanic schools 
tend to complete high school more frequently* This could imply that a 
Mexican-American student culture aids high school completion. 

When we compare whites and Mexican Americans, we find that in general 
the backgrouad variables are more poverful predictors of high school 
completion for whites. Both parents* education strongly affects high 
school conpletlon for irhitesi while only the mother's education does so 
for Mexican Americans* White males are much less likely to complete high 
school than white females, while Mexican-American females and males are 
equally likely to do so. Being in a Hispanic high school aids school 
completion for Mexican Americans and deters it for whites. Also, 
foreign-bom Mexican Americans are much less likely to finish high school 
than are whites of foreign birth. Taken together, these results ah.ow 
that for whites, high school completion is highly related to parental 
education and the respondent's sex, while for Mexican Americans high 
school completion la determined mostly by their mocher's education and 
their own nativity* 

School Delay 

School delay for those whites who are older than 18 has determinants 
similar to those of high school completion* In the equation with only 
background characteristics, parental education is associated with less 
school delay, while males are more likely to be delayed than females* 
Respondents from large families also experience more school delay* There 
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Is one anomalous result in this table, concerning those whites who were 
Interviewed In Spanish: they are more likely to have been delayed in 
their .progress through school. Only 11 of the white sample was in this 
category; this coefficient should therefore be interpreted cautiously. 
Only one additional effect appears in the equation with the school and 
social environment variables. Respondents who attended a school with a 
high percentage of Hispanics were more likely to have experienced grade 
delay. This could reflect school quality, but it also could be tapping 
school policy. If the literature on school delay for Hispanics is 
correct, then schools with Hispanic concentrations may nore frequently 
use grade delay as a policy (see Carter and Segura, 1979). 

Only two background variables affect the school delay of Mexican 
Americans over age IS: sex of respondent, and number of siblings. 
Respondents who are male or \^\^o come from a large family are more likely 
to have been delayed in schooling. Again, the language variables do not 
affect school delay. None of the school and social environment or curri- 
culum variables have statistically significant effects on high school 
completion. 

Here too, the most Interesting difference between groups is that 
parental education is highly related to school delay for whites, and less 
so for Mexican Americans. The lower mean and greater variance of 
Mexican-American parental educational attainment is perhaps one reason 
that there is no relationship between delay and parental educational 
attainment. The school policies that have been alleged to be the major 
cause of Chlcano school delay (Carter and Segura, 1979) might be another 
reason. The much smaller R^s for delay among whites in both age popula- 
tions indicate that being delayed is a much more random process for 
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whites then it is for Mexican Americans, despite the fact that Chicanes 
are much more grade-delayed and Viave much more variance than do whites 
(see Tabla 1). Apparently, even without the measures of school policy 
that Carter and Segura (1979) emphasize, our model is much more effi- 
cacious for Mexican Americans than for whites. 



RESULTS FOR THOSE WHO WERE HIGH SCHOOL GRADFMES 

The final set of equations concerns the determinants of college 
attendance, given that the respondent finished high school (see TaM . 6). 
These models are misspecifled insofar as parental income is left out of 
the equation. Since college costs money, this omission raises 
problems. ^3 

The equation with only the background variables for whites shows that 
both measures of parental education positively affect the likelihood of 
college attendance. Respondents from larger families are less likeiy to 
attend college. (Note that this variable could proxy for the family's 
ability to pay for college.) Two interesting effects emerge concerning 
nativity. If either parent was born in a foreign country, the respondent 
is more likely to attend college. This may be due to immigrants' high 
levels of motivation (Chiswick, 1978; Fernandez, 1982; Nielsen and 
Fernandez, 1981). Only one of the variables concerning school and social 
environment significantly affects college attendance: if one attends a 
private school, one is more likely to go to college. 

We now turn to the determinants of Mexican-American college atten- 
dance for this group of respondents. Only two family background 
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Table 6 

Loglt Regression Results for College Attendance by White 
and Mexican-American High School Graduates 



Independent 
Variable 






Whites 






Mexican 


Americans 




b 


SE(b) 


b 


SE(b) 


b 


SE(b) 


b - 


SET 


Father's education 


.19** 


.02 


.18** 


.02 


-.05 


.05 


-.06 


.0( 


Mother ' s education 


.18** 


.03 


.17** 


.03 


.16** 


.06 


.17** 


.0« 


Sex 


-.02 


.10 


-.01 


.11 


-.32 


.36 


-.49 


.3{ 


Number of siblings 


-.12** 


.03 


-.12** 


.03 


-.06 


.08 


-.04 


.05' 


Nativity 


.23 


.40 


.29 


.41 


-.96 


.62 


-.62 


.7: 


Father's nativity 


1.08^* 


.35 


1.05** 


.35 


.53 


.54 


.45 


.5{ 


Mother's nativity 


.78** 


.36 


.72** 


.36 


1.39** 


.53 


1.27* 


.5S 


Language as child 


.16 


.18 


.12 


.18 


-.48 


.75 


-.58 


.75 


Spanish Interview 


,23 


.41 


.18 


.42 


-1.12 


.91 


-1.23 


.9t 


SMSA 






.18 


.12 






.78 


.45 


Unemplo3niient rate 






-.04 


.03 






.12 


.06 


Nonresponse school Items 






.09 


.13 






-1.24* 


.55 


% Hispanic in school 






.014 


.007 






-.001 


.OC 


Z blac"- in school 






.002 


.004 






-.06 


.03 


% dropout In school 






.00 


.004 






.03 


.02 


Teacher-student ratio 






.53 


2.12 






12.65 


12.64 


Public-private 






.97** 


.21 






.28 


1.23 


Nonresponse transcript 






.11 


.13 






.13 


.46 


ESL course 






-.32 


1.47 






-2.66 


l.«5 


Bilingual education 






.13 


.34 






.45 


.97 


Constant 


-3.96 




-3.85 




.21 




-1.06 




D 


„16 




.17 




.12 




.19 




N 






(1,871) 








(173) 





Source: National Longitudinal Sur-zey of Youth, 1979. 



*Statistlcally significant at the 5X level. 
**Statistlcally significant at the 12 level. 
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variables effect college attendance: mother's education and toother* a 
nativity. Mexican Americana with immigrant mothers are more likely to go 
to college, while the higher the mother *s educational attainment, the 
more likely the respondent is to attend college. When the measures of 
school and social environment are added > only the dummy variable for the 
school data affects with statistical significance the likelihood of 
college attendance.!^ 

The major differences across groups for the college equations center 
on two factors: the lack of effect of certain variables for Mexican 
Americans and the importance of those variables for whites, and the fact 
that mothers appear to be more important for Mexican-American college 
attendance, whereas both parents are important to %rhites. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

How do the educational attainment processes of whites and Mexican 
Americans compare? Among whites, the general factor of family background 
appears to be the major determinant of educational attainment. In par- 
ticular, parental education and number of fliblings significantly affect 
staying in school, graduating from high school, and attending college. 
Parents* education to some degree is replicated in their children. There 
are also interesting effects concerning parental nativity. Respondents 
with foreign-born fathers tend to finish high school more frequently, and 
those %rith either parent foreign- born enter college more frequently. 
There also are some school effects on educational attainment of whites. 
Higher teacher-student ratios affect school delay and high school completion, 
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while respondents In private schools tend to complete school more fre- 
quently and attend college more often. Finally, whites stay In school 
a shorter time and finish high school less often when blacks and 
Hlspanlcs are present, effects which are probably due to the generally 
Inferior quality of black and Hispanic schools (Coleman et al», 1966; 
National Center for Education Statistics, 1980). 

For Mexican Americans, general family background factors are also 
Important — family size and parental education, particularly mother's edu- 
cation, are related to school attendance and (negatively) to delay. Among 
the background variables that we expected could disproportionately affect 
Mexican Americans — migration history and language type — only migration 
history is consistently related to high school and college attendance and 
to delay j.ti high school. ^5 Foreign^born respoulents are less likely to be 
in school and more likely to have been delayed* However, having a 
foreign-bom mother seems to have salutary effects on the respondent's 
educatl'^nal attainment. This fact, combined with the importance of 
meBhiF'i iduns^ltOai is evidence that mothers play a critical role in 
Mexican^American socialization. 

When we consider the school and -social environment variables, no pat* 
terns emerge. The curriculum measures show that those students who at 
some time were enrolled in ESL or Bilingual Education courses perform no 
differently from those never enrolled in such courses. This result is 
probably due to two problems in our data: (1) the large numbers of 
missing values on the curriculum variables; and (2) the coarseness of the 
measures. We do not know %Aiat type of bilingual education program the 
students were enrolled in, the length of the. program, or its quality. 
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It is clear that high school completion is a major barrier to Cliicano 
school attainment. Those who do graduate from high school go on to 
college at higher ratei^ than do whites, despite their lower socioeconomic 
origins • From these analyses, the effects of particular educational 
policies (as measured by the school and curriculum measures) on the scho- 
lastic ptirformance of Mexican Americans are equivocal • Segregation 
appears to hurt Chicanos, but little else seems to matter • Most impor- 
tant in explaining poor high school attendance by Mexican Americans are 
the general family background factors of low parental education and large 
family size. Factors more specific to the Ilexican-Amerlcan experience in 
the United States — language patterns and migration history — also appear 
to affect Chicano educational attainments • There is some evidence that 
Spanish tmrmolingualism is a hindrance to Mexican-American school 
achievement, and foreign birth appears to have educational costs* 
However, while it is important to understand the costs that Mexican 
Americans pay, it should be emphasized that they do not suffer from a 
simple lack of cultural assimilation, for another fact oi* Chicano culture 
appears as a benefit— i.e. , mothers who are foreign-bom seem to instill 
higher levels of motivation that lead to better academic achievement* 



41 



3A5 



NOTES 

^Jensen (1961, 1980) reports results that show that standard IQ test 
are not measuring the scholastic ability of Mexican-American children 
accurately. He concludes that the causes of the inaccuracies revolve 
around the bilingualism of most Chicanos. 

^See Nielsen (1980) for a discussion of push-out and pull-out factor 
as explanations of Hispanic dropout rates. 

-'Two other data sets were considered: the Survey of Income and 
Education (1976), and High School and Beyond (1980). The Survey of 
Income and Education cannot be used since it contains no information on 
family background and school performance • The High School and Beyond 
study only samples 10th and 12th graders at one point in time, making it 
impossible to assess why people completed or did iiot complete relevant 
school transitions* When subsequent waves of the High School and Beyond 
survey become available, it will be the best choice for studying these 
issues. High School and Beyond oversampled Hispanics and contains 
detailed language data, achievement test performance, and a broad range 
of background characteristics. 

^Those studentJi who had completed high school in this age group were 
coded as being in school. 

^In essence, this problem can be characterized as a selectivity bias 
(Ueckman, 1979). One could argue that the appropriate econometric solu- 
tion to rhl» problem is to use a correction for such bias* 
Unfortunately, in cases where the ultimate dependent variable itself is 
dichotomous, this correction is not straightforward. It requires use of 
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a technique know as blvarlate problt analysis (Ashford and Snowden, 
1970), which Is not computationally simple. We therefore chose the 
alternative strategy of splitting the sample. 

^The family factors alone produce a reduced form model. This reduced 
form provides a baseline from which the effect of potential policy 
variables (school and environment) can be assessed. 

^See Nielsen (1980) for an elaboration of this selection argument. 

^Thls Is not to say that there Is equality of opportunity for Mexican 
Americans to attend college. For example, they are much more likely to 
attend two-year colleges than are whites. For a general discussion con- 
cerning the plight of minorities In two-year colleges, see Ollvas (1980). 

^Because mother's and father's educations are highly correlated, 
multlcolllnearlty could be a problem. In none of our samples is the 
correlation greater than .46. In analyses not presented here, we 
Investigated the sensitivity of these estimates to the exclusion of one 
or the other parental education measure. The analyses confirmed that our 
results are not due to multlcolllnearlty. 

^^ecall that ethnic identity is based on self-report in these data. 
A small number of respondents who identified themselves as Vhlte" were 
Interviewed in Spanish (see Table 1), 

In all the analyses that follow preliminary investigation has shown 
that the pattern of effects of the nativity variables is not due to 
multlcolllnearlty. 

^^For two reasons, we chose not to combine these measures into one 
measure that one might call -additional language training." First, ESL 
and Bilingual Education programs have quite different goals. Second, 
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being In an ESL course tends to be negatively associated with school out- 
comes, while Bilingual Education has positive effects, although both are 
statistically Insignificant. Combining the measures would only Introduce 
greater heterogeneity. 

13 

A measure of parental Income was included In the NLS, but since 60Z 
of the population has missing data, we excluded the variable from our 
analysis • 

^^Thls measure implies that those with school data were less likely 
to attend college • Obviously, this is not a substantively interesting 
result « 

^^The fact that language type does not appear as a consistent predic- 
tor may be due to the distribution of the language variables. By the 
criteria listed above, roughly 6-7% of these populations c-re English 
monolingual, 3-5% are Spanish monolingual, and the vast majority (87-90%) 
are bilingual. Though this distribution may make it difficult to iden- 
tify any effects of language type, it is consistent with other studies 
(Skrabanek, 1970; Nielsen and Fernandez, 1981) that show somewhat similar 
distributions, albeit not as small at the monolingual' extremes. It is 
worth noting that the one language effect for Mexican Americans (i.e., 
the negative effect of Spanish monollnguallsm in the population under 18 
years of age) is not in conflict %rith those studies that show positive 
language effects (Fernandez, 1982; Peal and Lambert, 1962) alnce these 
studies compare blllnguals with English monolinguals. 
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